XX.   THE HANDS OF PIETR CORNELIUS
THE coaster had made its way leisurely from
Saigon, touching at a number of small ports
on tlje Cambodian mainland, loading copra and
edible birds' nests from some of the larger Siamese
islands in the gulf. The trip had been pleasant,
for it was December, with cool starlit nights and
the days tempered by constant breezes. The
Dutch captain was expert in his knowledge of the
coast which, in his opinion, was as delightful as
any area in the Celebes. We had called at romantic
Koh-si-chang, the Island of the Four Elephants,
and had picnicked in the derelict palace of King
Chulalungkorn, shelled by the French as a prelude
to their annexation of Cambodia. We had swum
in the twilight at Kohsamit, where the lagoon is so
girdled by flamboyantes as to resemble a cauldron
of foe; we had partaken of sharks' fin soup with
the Jesuit missionaries at Bokor. These were
landfalls of enchantment, I learned to share the
Captain's sentiments* The coast was nostalgi-
cally lovely and the islands a paradise fit for lotos
eaters.
Then one evening, when the first stars were
appearing, we dropped anchor at what appeared
to be an atoll inhabited only *by flashing swallows
and the ubiquitous sea-mews./ A group of 'Kay-
longs,' however, and a spiral of blue smoke beyond,
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